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	In The End

The screen was blank, black, seemingly powerless. England would have thought the electricity had finally failed, but the monitor's little LED was green—and besides, running out of energy was impossible now. The people had gotten far in the research toward sustainable power, and the prototypes of their nuclear reactors—though unable to support the Earth's bulging population—produced quite enough energy, much more than necessary, now that everyone had left.

"Work, you bloody piece of rubbish," he said, rattling the flimsy screen. "Come on, just—" He broke off, his throat catching. He fell into a ragged coughing fit, throat raw and head light by the time he stopped. He took a few shaky breaths. This was getting worse and worse. He really ought to something about it, but what? It was hopeless, and all the stragglers left on Earth—otherwise known as the friends he hadn't seen in years—knew it.

Distantly, England realized the monitor had flicked to a staticy output. He tapped the Search for Networks button and waited for it to find the only one available—the French one.

"_Bonjour, mon ami,_" France said as his image came into focus onscreen. "_Pardon_, but I am tres—how do you say—slob today."

England doubted today had anything to do with it. France's lustrous hair had long since lost its bounce and sheen; his eyes, once pretty blue jewels, were now just dull stones. His clothes, too, were wrinkles and rough at the edges. This bothered France more than England; he himself still wore his old army uniform, and it was worn quite at the elbows, and seemed to be oddly large. He hadn't lost weight, however. Just pride.

"Hello, old muckmate," England said. Or not—his words blocked his throat, tripping up at the last syllable, and he dissolved into more coughing.

France's gaunt face twisted with concern. "Still the cough, non?"

England nodded once he'd regained his composure. "Yes. How is your leg?"

France glanced down at something off-camera. "Oh. Ah. It is both legs now. I . . . I fell down this morning. It took some time to get back up again."

"What? Bloody hell. Can you walk?" The last time they'd spoken—a month ago? Two? The last time loneliness had overcome him as it had today—France had said his knee had become stiff, often unresponsive. Now he was falling?

France shrugged. "Oui. For now."

England rubbed his temples. Just a few decades ago, they'd all be healthy, normal, fine. They'd seen each other all the time. They'd even fought—many, many times—though England couldn't remember why. And now, what were they? Relics of a vanished civilization. Abandoned by the people who had kept them alive.

"We're all done for," England said, head in his hands. "We're dying, all of us."

France, who had been optimistic for the past . . . however long it had been—it felt like a millennia—said nothing.

'We're all dying," England repeated, lifting his head, "so we should see each other."

France's brow furrowed. "But we are, right now."

"No, all of us. Russia, Germany, Italy," England said. His voice wavered slightly, but not from a cough. "America."

France stared at him for a long moment, then nodded. "Oui, Germany would probably like that. He was always a stickler for these things." France tapped his chin thoughtfully. "I suppose—I'll get Russia and Italy, you'll get Germany and . . ."

England nodded.

France leaned closer to the screen. "England, you know he's not been heard from by any of us. Even Canada heard nothing, before he . . ."

"I know," England said. "I know."

France sighed. "One last meeting. That's what we've come to. _Mon dieu_."

"We'll have it here, in London. See you soon, old chap."

"_Au revoir, mon ami._"

England turned off the monitor, pushed in his chair, and headed for the door.

. . .

France fetched a wheelchair-boun Russia and an aching Italy, and took the pair of them to the World Meeting Building in London. England tracked down Germany—whose migraines had become almost intolerable the past few months—and sent him to the building, as well. Which left only one more.

England stepped up to America's door and raised a hand to knock. He glanced at the sky, a black mass of smog-choked clouds and dying ozone. The air here was even thicker than home, and England had to breathe into his sleeve to keep from coughing nonstop. Soon, there'd be nothing left of him, the others, the world. Though England didn't like to admit it, he didn't think Italy would outlast the rest of them. If anything would be spared, it certainly wouldn't be a tiny little boot. Bigger countries had tried to face the changing landscape they found themselves in, and, ultimately, they failed.

Tired of waiting, England opened the door. Inside, the house was actually quite nicely decorated—wonder where he got that from, England thought proudly, before recalling that America had a sort of servant.

"America?" England called. "Lithuania? Is anyone home?"

"England?" a quiet voice asked. "Is that you?"

England turned around. "Amer—oh, my . . . God . . ."  
>America stood in the doorway to the living room. England had never seen him so thin. He no longer squared his shoulders and puffed out his heroic chest; instead, he slouched over, folded in on himself, a trembling hand braced feebly on the doorframe. His clothes were rumpled, his hair an absolute mess. He looked like a single gust of wind would send him sprawling.<p>

But the worst part was the way his head was tilted back, his eyes—once a brilliant blue, now a sickly orange—staring up at the ceiling, into space, through nothing. Unseeing, through the gleaming film of the cataracts. Blind.

"My God," England said again, unable to say anything else.

"Huh. Guess it is you." America shrugged weakly. "I'd say it's good to see you, but . . . y'know."

England finally snapped out of his shock. "What happened to you?"

"What, you didn't hear about the nano-explosives they were testing before they left? Of course one or two accidentally went off, but they left before they could feel the effects." His voice taken on a hard edge of contempt. "Oh, yeah. Go to Mars and start World War Three. Land of the free—"

"Home of the brave," England finished, quite. Paralysis, migraines, coughs, and radiation poisoning? What a fine group of waste castes they were. Being a survivor meant nothing if you didn't actually have a life.

"We're having a World Meeting," England told him. "What's left of us."  
>America scowled. "Asia's dead, right? Underwater now, just like half of France and Russia."<br>"And Australia," England replied. "And Canada, and Mexico. South America."

America shook his head. "Stupid. Stupid, _stupid_ people! It was their job to protect us, and they didn't. They just kept wasting and smoking and killing. The icecaps melted, heat waves and floods killed everything, and now . . . do you feel that?"

"Feel what?" England asked, but he knew what America meant. There was a tremor, somewhere—he couldn't tell if it was depe below him or deep inside him—and it made fear shiver through him.

"The world is broken," America said. "It wants to fix itself."

Before England could respond, America took a few tentative steps forward and held out his hand. "Take me to the meeting, dude," he said. "One last time."

England, looking at those sightless orange orbs, reached out and took his hand.

. . .

By the time they got there, world's tremoring had increased. A constant rumble could now be heard. France, holding the door open with one hand and a cane in the other, had to shout, "We'd better do this quick, mes amis. Italy has gotten very pained."

"Pained?" America asked, brow furrowed.

France did a double-take at his eyes, but—at a look from England—only said, "Ah . . . _oui_, hurt. _Tres mal_."  
>They went inside. The other countries were seated around the table, except Italy, who lay writhing on top of it, with Germany stroking his hair and murmuring quietly to him.<p>

"Welcome, countries," England said after a moment. "Thank you all for coming. I . . . think we all know what's happening to us, and I don't think it's far off to say none of us will still be here in the morning. So . . . I'm just glad we could come together for this, for the end. I can't think of anyone I'd rather die with."  
>The other countries, even Italy, smiled softly at England. America's grip tightened on his hand.<p>

"_Ja_," Germany said, twining his fingers with Italy's, "this is gut. I always thought I would die in battle . . . I guess this is a battle, though, isn't it? One we all lost."

"_Da_, we are equal now," Russia said. "None of us have a culture, a population."

"Money," France said. "Fame."

"An army," America said, making Germany incline his head.

"We're all the same," England realized aloud. "We're all the same Earth now."

"No," America said. "We always were."

"Aaaah!" Italy screamed suddenly. The Earth gave a great tremor, and a loud shearing groan roared through the building. "Aaaah! Germany, it hurts! Make it stop!"

"I know, Italia, I know it—" Germany broke off as his own agonized scream ripped from his throat. He dropped from his chair and to the floor. Italy, quivering with pain, managed to slip down beside him.

"Look, look!" France said, pulling up a projection of the globe. He'd centered it on Europe where, before their very eyes, Italy and Germany began to break apart. Jagged lines carved themselves through the countries, and on the floor, the pair of them bellowed and shrieked as their femurs snapped, their ribs cracked, their bodies mangled. The land masses no sooner stopped shifting than a tidal wave overtook them, and the two men went still—Germany's skull folded in onto his brain, and Italy's ribs reach poking a hole into his heart.

"Oh, _mon dieu_," France said, staring down at the bodies. "Oh, poor little Italy . . ."

"France," England said. "Look."  
>France glanced up just in time to see the tidal wave crash down onto his land; then he dropped to the floor, clutching his throat. He gasped loudly, deep within him, but no air could reach his lungs. His lightless eyes bulged, and he fixed England with a terrified stare. A hand reach out, but flopped to the floor. He was dead.<p>

And soon, so was Russia, felled in the same way as France. The wave was moving East, over the whole globe. It would hit America next, gather speed in the Atlantic ocean, then plow over England. And that would be it. Nothing left.

So it was just England and America, both sitting on the floor, England trying not to look at the bodies of their friends still sprawled over the floor. He'd wanted to set them out more respectfully, but America hadn't yet let go of his hand, so England kept holding on, too.

As the tsunami neared the west coast of America, the nation gazed blindly at his former heartland. "Funny, isn't it?" he asked.

"What's that?"

"How we used to argue all the time. How we used to think it was up to us whether we made it or not." America's lips pulled into a tiny smile. "Thanks for raising me, dude. Sorry I was such a rebellious teenager."

England touched an eyebrow ruefully. "They all are."

Then America was gone, but for a few ghastly moments of choking. And soon, after it all, after conquering and discovering, after fur trades and Boer Wars, after cod and tea, after the Northwest Passage and the Plains of Abraham and the seven years and the countless bullets, kings and queens being saved by God, dead boys in red coats and best girls weeping and the glorious sound of Big Ben striking twelve, England felt his life stolen away by the very same planet that had given it in the first place. But he didn't feel afraid or in pain. _That's enough,_ the world seemed to say. _You've done quite enough now, old boy. Let's have another go in a few billion years._

And England could only say one thing to that:

_Cheerio._

. . .

After the rifts had opened and their roaring was done, after lava had bubbled up and turned to obsidian, after the winds and the tides had died, after the rains and snows were full of ash, and after there was barely a sound across the globe, a tiny voice could be heard in the Atlantic. It seemed to be saying, "England? Sweden? Finland? . . . Anybody?"


End file.
